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Geraldine Moore the Poet
by Toni Cade Bambara

Geraldine paused at the corner to pull up her knee socks. The rubber
bands she was using to hold them up made her legs itch. She dropped her books
on the sidewalk while she gave a good scratch. But when she pulled the socks
up again, two fingers poked right through the top of her left one.

“That stupid dog,” she muttered to herself, grabbing her books and
crossing against traffic. “First he chews up my gym suit and gets me into trouble,
and now my socks.”

Geraldine shifted her books to the other hand and kept muttering angrily to
herself about Mrs. Watson’s dog, which she minded two days a week for a dollar.
She passed the hot-dog man on the corner and waved. He shrugged as if to say
business was very bad.

Must be, she though to herself. Three guys before you had to pack up and
forget it. Nobody’s got hot-dog money around here.

Geraldine turned down her street, wondering what her sister Anita would
have for her lunch. She was glad she didn’'t have to eat the free lunches in high
school any more. She was sick of the funny-looking tomato soup and the dried-
out cheese sandwiches and those oranges that were more green than orange.

When Geraldine’s mother first took sick and went away, Geraldine had
been on her own except when Miss Gladys next door came in on Thursdays and
cleaned the apartment and made a meat loaf so Geraldine could have dinner.
But in those days Geraldine never quite managed to get breakfast for herself. So
she’d sit through social studies class, scraping her feet to cover up the noise of
her stomach growling.

Now Anita, Geraldine’s older sister, was living at home waiting for her
husband to get out of the Army. She usually had something good for lunch—
chicken and dumplings if she managed to get up in time, or baked ham from the
night before and sweet-potato bread. But even if there was only a hot dog and
some baked beans—sometimes just a TV dinner if those soap operas kept Anita
glued to the TV set—anything was better than the noisy school lunchroom where
monitors kept pushing you into a straight line or rushing you to the tables.
Anything was better than that.

Geraldine was almost home when she stopped dead. Right outside her
building was a pile of furniture and some boxes. That wasn’t anything new. She
had seen people get put out in the street before, but this time the ironing board
looked familiar. And she recognized the big, ugly sofa standing on its arm, its
underbelly showing the hole where Mrs. Watson’s dog had gotten to it.

Miss Gladys was sitting on the stoop, and she looked up and took off her
glasses. “Well, Gerry,” she said slowly, wiping her glasses on the hem of her
dress, “looks like you'll be staying with me for a while.” She looked at the men
carrying out a big box with an old doll sticking up over the edge. “Anita’s upstairs.
Go on up and get your lunch.”




Geraldine stepped past the old woman and almost bumped into the
superintendent. He took off his cap to wipe away the sweat.

“Darn shame,” he said to no one in particular. “Poor people sure got a
hard row to hoe.”

“That'’s the truth,” said Miss Gladys, standing up with her hands on her
hips to watch the men set things on the sidewalk.

Upstairs, Geraldine went into the apartment and found Anita in the
kitchen.

“I dunno, Gerry,” Anita said. “| just don't know what we’re going to do, But
everything’s going to be all right soon as Ma gets well.” Anita’s voice cracked as
she set a bowl of soup before Geraldine.

“What's this?” Geraldine said.

“It's tomato soup, Gerry.”

Geraldine was about to say something. But when she looked up at her big
sister, she saw how Anita’s face was getting all twisted as she began to cry.

That afternoon, Mr. Stern, the geometry teacher, started drawing cubes
and cylinders on the board. Geraldine sat at her desk adding up a column of
figures in the notebook—the rent, the light and gas bills, a new gym suit, some
socks. Maybe they would move somewhere else, and she could have her own
room. Geraldine turned the squares and triangles into little houses in the country.

“For your homework,” Mr. Stern was saying with his back to the class, “set
up your problems this way.” He wrote GIVEN: in the large letters, and then gave
the formula for the first problem. Then he wrote TO FIND: and listed three items
they were to include in their answers.

Geraldine started to raise her hand to ask what all these squares and
angles had to do with solving real problems, like the ones she had. Better not,
she warned herself, and sat on her hands. Your big mouth got you in trouble last
term.

In hygiene class, Mrs. Potter kept saying that the body was a wonderful
machine. Every time Geraldine looked up from her notebook, she would hear the
same thing. “Right now your body is manufacturing all the proteins and tissues
and energy you will need to get through tomorrow.”

And Geraldine kept wondering, How? How does my body know what it will
need, when | don’t even know what I'll need to get through tomorrow?

As she headed down the hall to her next class, Geraldine remembered
that she hadn’'t done the homework for English. Mrs. Scott had said to write a
poem, and Geraldine had meant to do it at lunchtime. After all, there was nothing
to it—a flower here, a raindrop there, moon, June, rose, nose. But the men
carrying off the furniture had made her forget.

“And now put away your books,” Mrs. Scott was saying as Geraldine tried
to scribble a poem quickly. “Today we can give King Arthur’s knights a rest. Let's
talk about poetry.”

Mrs. Scott moved up and down the aisles, talking about her favorite
poems and reciting a line now and then. She got very excited whenever she




passed a desk and could pick up the homework from a student who had
remembered to do the assignment.

“A poem is your own special way of saying what you feel and what you
see,” Mrs. Scott went on, her lips moist. It was her favorite subject.

“Some poets write about the light that...that...makes the world sunny,” she
said, passing Geraldine’s desk. “Sometimes an idea takes the form of a picture—
an image.”

For almost half an hour, Mrs. Scott stood at the front of the room, reading
poems and talking about the lives of the great poets. Geraldine drew more
houses, and designs for curtains.

“So for those who haven't done their homework, try it now,” Mrs. Scott
said. “Try expressing what it is like to be...to be alive in this...this glorious world.”

“Oh, brother,” Geraldine muttered to herself as Mrs. Scott moved up and
down the aisles again, waving her hands and leaning over the students’
shoulders and saying, “That’s nice,” or “Keep trying.” Finally she came to
Geraldine’s desk and stopped, looking down at her.

“| can't write a poem,” Geraldine said flatly, before she even realized she
was going to speak at all. She said it very loudly, and the whole class looked up.

“And why not?” Mrs. Scott asked, looking hurt.

“I can’'t write a poem, Mrs. Scott, because nothing lovely’s been happening
in my life. | haven’t seen a flower since Mother’s Day, and the sun don’t even
shine on my side of the street. No robins come sing on my window sill.”

Geraldine swallowed hard. She thought about saying that her father
doesn’t even come to visit any more, but changed her mind. “Just the rain
comes,” she went on, “and the bills come, and the men to move out our furniture.
I’'m sorry, but | can’t write no pretty poem.”

Teddy Johnson leaned over and was about to giggle and crack the whole
class up, but Mrs. Scott looked so serious that he changed his mind.

“You have just said the most...the most poetic thing, Geraldine Moore,”
said Mrs. Scott. Her hands flew up to touch the silk scarf around her neck.
“Nothing lovely’s been happening in my life.”” She repeated it so quietly that
everyone had to lean forward to hear.

“Class,” Mrs. Scott said very sadly, clearing her throat, “you have just
heard the best poem you will ever hear. She went to the board and stood there
for a long time staring at the chalk in her hand.

“I'd like you to copy it down,” she said. She wrote it just as Geraldine had
said it, bad grammar and all.

Nothing lovely’s been happening in my life.

| haven’t seen a flower since Mother’s Day,

And the sun don’t even shine on my side of the street.
No robins come sing on my window sill.

Just the rain comes, and the bills come,

And the men to move out our furniture.

I’'m sorry, but | can’t write no pretty poem.




Mrs. Scott stopped writing, but she kept her back to the class for a
longtime —long after Geraldine had closed her notebook.

And even when the bell rang, and everyone came over to smile at
Geraldine or to tap her on the shoulder or to kid her about being the school poet,
Geraldine waited for Mrs. Scott to put the chalk down and turn around. Finally
Geraldine stacked up her books and started to leave. Then she thought she
heard a whimper—the way Mrs. Watson’s dog whimpered sometimes—and she
saw Mrs. Scott’s shoulders shake a little.




Through the Tunnel
By Doris Lessing

Going to the shore on the first morning of the holiday, the young English boy
stopped at a turning of the path and looked down at a wild and rocky bay, and
then over to the crowded beach he knew so well from other years. His mother
walked on in front of him, carrying a bright-striped bag in one hand. Her other
arm, swinging loose, was very white in the sun. The boy watched that white,
naked arm, and turned his eyes, which had a frown behind them, toward the bay
and back again to his mother. When she felt he was not with her, she swung
around. "Oh, there you are, Jerry!" she said. She looked impatient, then smiled.
"Why, darling, would you rather not come with me? Would you rather-" She
frowned, conscientiously worrying over what amusements he might secretly be
longing for which she had been too busy or too careless to imagine. He was very
familiar with that anxious, apologetic smile. Contrition sent him running after her.
And yet, as he ran, he looked back over his shoulder at the wild bay; and all
morning, as he played on the safe beach, he was thinking of it.

Next morning, when it was time for the routine of swimming and sunbathing, his
mother said, "Are you tired of the usual beach, Jerry? Would you like to go
somewhere else?"

"Oh, no!" he said quickly, smiling at her out of that unfailing impulse of contrition -
a sort of chivalry. Yet, walking down the path with her, he blurted out, "I'd like to
go and have a look at those rocks down there."

She gave the idea her attention. It was a wild-looking place, and there was no
one there, but she said, "Of course, Jerry. When you've had enough come to the
big beach. Or just go straight back to the villa, if you like." She walked away, that
bare arm, now slightly reddened from yesterday's sun, swinging. And he almost
ran after her again, feeling it unbearable that she should go by herself, but he did
not.

She was thinking, Of course he's old enough to be safe without me. Have | been
keeping him too close? He mustn't feel he ought to be with me. | must be careful.

He was an only child, eleven years old. She was a widow. She was determined
to be neither possessive nor lacking in devotion. She went worrying off to her
beach.

As for Jerry, once he saw that his mother had gained her beach, he began the
steep descent to the bay. From where he was, high up among red-brown rocks, it
was a scoop of moving bluish green fringed with white. As he went lower, he saw
that it spread among small promontories and inlets of rough, sharp rock, and the
crisping, lapping surface showed stains of purple and darker blue. Finally, as he
ran sliding and scraping down the last few yards, he saw an edge of white surf,




and the shallow, luminous movement of water over white sand, and, beyond that,
a solid, heavy blue.

He ran straight into the water and began swimming. He was a good swimmer. He
went out fast over the gleaming sand, over a middle region where rocks lay like
discoloured monsters under the surface, and then he was in the real sea - a
warm sea where irregular cold currents from the deep water shocked his limbs.

When he was so far out that he could look back not only on the little bay but past
the promontory that was between it and the big beach, he floated on the buoyant
surface and looked for his mother. There she was, a speck of yellow under an
umbrella that looked like a slice of orange peel. He swam back to shore, relieved
at being sure she was there, but all at once very lonely.

On the edge of a small cape that marked the side of the bay away from the
promontory was a loose scatter of rocks. Above them, some boys were stripping
off their clothes. They came running, naked, down to the rocks. The English boy
swam towards them, and kept his distance at a stone's throw. They were of that
coast, all of them burned smooth dark brown, and speaking a language he did
not understand. To be with them, of them, was a craving that filled his whole
body. He swam a little closer; they turned and watched him with narrowed, alert
dark eyes. Then one smiled and waved. It was enough. In a minute, he had
swum in and was on the rocks beside them, smiling with a desperate, nervous
supplication. They shouted cheerful greetings at him, and then, as he preserved
his nervous, uncomprehending smile, they understood that he was a foreigner
strayed from his own beach, and they proceeded to forget him. But he was
happy. He was with them.

They began diving again and again from a high point into a well of blue sea
between rough, pointed rocks. After they had dived and come up, they swam
around, hauled themselves up, and waited their turn to dive again. They were big
boys — men to Jerry. He dived, and they watched him, and when he swam
around to take his place, they made way for him. He felt he was accepted, and
he dived again, carefully, proud of himself.

Soon the biggest of the boys poised himself, shot down into the water, and did
not come up. The others stood about, watching. Jerry, after waiting for the sleek
brown head to appear, let out a yell of warning; they looked at him idly and
turned their eyes back towards the water. After a long time, the boy came up on
the other side of a big dark rock, letting the air out of his lungs in a spluttering
gasp and a shout of triumph. Immediately, the rest of them dived in. One
moment, the morning seemed full of chattering boys; the next, the air and the
surface of the water were empty. But through the heavy blue, dark shapes could
be seen moving and groping.

Jerry dived, shot past the school of underwater swimmers, saw a black wall of




rock looming at him, touched it, and bobbed up at once to the surface, where the
wall was a low barrier he could see across. There was no one visible; under him,
in the water, the dim shapes of the swimmers had disappeared. Then one, and
then another of the boys came up on the far side of the barrier of rock, and he
understood that they had swum through some gap or hole in it. He plunged down
again. He could see nothing through the stinging salt water but the blank rock.
When he came up, the boys were all on the diving rock, preparing to attempt the
feat again. And now, in a panic of failure, he yelled up, in English, "Look at me!
Look!" and he began splashing and kicking in the water like a foolish dog.

They looked down gravely, frowning. He knew the frown. At moments of failure,
when he clowned to claim his mother's attention, it was with just this grave,
embarrassed inspection that she rewarded him. Through his hot shame, feeling
the pleading grin on his face like a scar that he could never remove, he looked up
at the group of big brown boys on the rock and shouted, "Bonjour! Merci! Au
revoir! Monsieur, monsieur!" while he hooked his fingers round his ears and
waggled them.

Water surged into his mouth; he choked, sank, came up. The rock, lately
weighed with boys, seemed to rear up out of the water as their weight was
removed. They were flying down past him, now, into the water; the air was full of
falling bodies. Then the rock was empty in the hot sunlight. He counted one, two,
three . . ..

At fifty, he was terrified. They must all be drowning beneath him, in the watery
caves of the rock! At a hundred, he stared around him at the empty hillside,
wondering if he should yell for help. He counted faster, faster, to hurry them up,
to bring them to the surface quickly, to drown them quickly - anything rather than
the terror of counting on and on into the blue emptiness of the morning. And
then, at a hundred and sixty, the water beyond the rock was full of boys blowing
like brown whales. They swam back to the shore without a look at him.

He climbed back to the diving rock and sat down, feeling the hot roughness of it
under his thighs. The boys were gathering up their bits of clothing and running off
along the shore to another promontory. They were leaving to get away from him.
He cried openly, fists in his eyes. There was no one to see him, and he cried
himself out.

It seemed to him that a long time had passed, and he swam out to where he
could see his mother. Yes, she was still there, a yellow spot under an orange
umbrella. He swam back to the big rock, climbed up, and dived into the blue pool
among the fanged and angry boulders. Down he went, until he touched the wall
of rock again. But the salt was so painful in his eyes that he could not see.

He came to the surface, swam to shore and went back to the villa to wait for his
mother. Soon she walked slowly up the path, swinging her striped bag, the




flushed, naked arm dangling beside her. "I want some swimming goggles," he
panted, defiant and beseeching.

She gave him a patient, inquisitive look as she said casually, "Well, of course,
darling."

But now, now, now! He must have them this minute, and no other time. He

nagged and pestered until she went with him to a shop. As soon as she had
bought the goggles, he grabbed them from her hand as if she were going to
claim them for herself, and was off, running down the steep path to the bay.

Jerry swam out to the big barrier rock, adjusted the goggles, and dived. The
impact of the water broke the rubber-enclosed vacuum, and the goggles came
loose. He understood that he must swim down to the base of the rock from the
surface of the water. He fixed the goggles tight and firm, filled his lungs, and
floated, face down, on the water. Now he could see. It was as if he had eyes of a
different kind — fish eyes that showed everything clear and delicate and
wavering in the bright water.

Under him, six or seven feet down, was a floor of perfectly clean, shining white
sand, rippled firm and hard by the tides. Two greyish shapes steered there, like
long, rounded pieces of wood or slate. They were fish. He saw them nose
towards each other, poise motionless, make a dart forward, swerve off, and
come around again. It was like a water dance. A few inches above them, the
water sparkled as if sequins were dropping through it. Fish again — myriads of
minute fish, the length of his fingernail, were drifting through the water, and in a
moment he could feel the innumerable tiny touches of them against his limbs. It
was like swimming in flaked silver. The great rock the big boys had swum
through rose sheer out of the white sand, black, tufted lightly with greenish weed.
He could see no gap in it. He swam down to its base.

Again and again he rose, took a big chestful of air, and went down. Again and
again he groped over the surface of the rock, feeling it, almost hugging it in the
desperate need to find the entrance. And then, once, while he was clinging to the
black wall, his knees came up and he shot his feet out forward and they met no
obstacle. He had found the hole.

He gained the surface, clambered about the stones that littered the barrier rock
until he found a big one, and, with this in his arms, let himself down over the side
of the rock. He dropped, with the weight, straight to the sandy floor. Clinging tight
to the anchor of stone, he lay on his side and looked in under the dark shelf at
the place where his feet had gone. He could see the hole. It was an irregular,
dark gap, but he could not see deep into it. He let go of his anchor, clung with his
hands to the edges of the hole, and tried to push himself in.

He got his head in, found his shoulders jammed, moved them in sidewise, and




was inside as far as his waist. He could see nothing ahead. Something soft and
clammy touched his mouth, he saw a dark frond moving against the greyish rock,
and panic filled him. He thought of octopuses, of clinging weed. He pushed
himself out backward and caught a glimpse, as he retreated, of a harmless
tentacle of seaweed drifting in the mouth of the tunnel. But it was enough. He
reached the sunlight, swam to shore, and lay on the diving rock. He looked down
into the blue well of water. He knew he must find his way through that cave, or
hole, or tunnel, and out the other side.

First, he thought, he must learn to control his breathing. He let himself down into
the water with another big stone in his arms, so that he could lie effortlessly on
the bottom of the sea. He counted. One, two, three. He counted steadily. He
could hear the movement of blood in his chest. Fifty-one, fifty-two . . . . His chest
was hurting. He let go of the rock and went up into the air. He saw that the sun
was low. He rushed to the villa and found his mother at her supper. She said only
"Did you enjoy yourself?" and he said "Yes."

All night, the boy dreamed of the water-filled cave in the rock, and as soon as
breakfast was over he went to the hay.

That night, his nose bled badly. For hours he had been underwater, learning to
hold his breath, and now he felt weak and dizzy. His mother said, "l shouldn't
overdo things, darling, if | were you."

That day and the next, Jerry exercised his lungs as if everything, the whole of his
life, all that he would become, depended upon it. And again his nose bled at
night, and his mother insisted on his coming with her the next day. It was a
torment to him to waste a day of his careful self-training, but he stayed with her
on that other beach, which now seemed a place for small children, a place where
his mother might lie safe in the sun. It was not his beach.

He did not ask for permission, on the following day, to go to his beach. He went,
before his mother could consider the complicated rights and wrongs of the
matter. A day's rest, he discovered, had improved his count by ten. The big boys
had made the passage while he counted a hundred and sixty. He had been
counting fast, in his fright. Probably now, if he tried, he could get through that
long tunnel, but he was not going to try yet. A curious, most unchildlike
persistence, a controlled impatience, made him wait. In the meantime, he lay
underwater on the white sand, littered now by stones he had brought down from
the upper air, and studied the entrance to the tunnel. He knew every jut and
corner of it, as far as it was possible to see. It was as if he already felt its
sharpness about his shoulders.

He sat by the clock in the villa, when his mother was not near, and checked his
time. He was incredulous and then proud to find he could hold his breath without
strain for two minutes. The words "two minutes”, authorized by the clock, brought




the adventure that was so necessary to him close.

In another four days, his mother said casually one morning, they must go home.
On the day before they left, he would do it. He would do it if it killed him, he said
defiantly to himself. But two days before they were to leave - a day of triumph
when he increased his count by fifteen - his nose bled so badly that he turned
dizzy and had to lie limply over the big rock like a bit of seaweed, watching the
thick red blood flow on to the rock and trickle slowly down to the sea. He was
frightened. Supposing he turned dizzy in the tunnel? Supposing he died there,
trapped? Supposing — his head went around, in the hot sun, and he almost gave
up. He thought he would return to the house and lie down, and next summer,
perhaps, when he had another year's growth in him - then he would go through
the hole.

But even after he had made the decision, or thought he had, he found himself
sitting up on the rock and looking down into the water, and he knew that now, this
moment when his nose had only just stopped bleeding, when his head was still
sore and throbbing — this was the moment when he would try. If he did not do it
now, he never would. He was trembling with fear that he would not go, and he
was trembling with horror at that long, long tunnel under the rock, under the sea.
Even in the open sunlight, the barrier rock seemed very wide and very heavy;
tons of rock pressed down on where he would go. If he died there, he would lie
until one day — perhaps not before next year — those big boys would swim into
it and find it blocked.

He put on his goggles, fitted them tight, tested the vacuum. His hands were
shaking. Then he chose the biggest stone he could carry and slipped over the
edge of the rock until half of him was in the cool, enclosing water and half in the
hot sun. He looked up once at the empty sky, filled his lungs once, twice, and
then sank fast to the bottom with the stone. He let it go and began to count. He
took the edges of the hole in his hands and drew himself into it, wriggling his
shoulders in sidewise as he remembered he must, kicking himself along with his
feet.

Soon he was clear inside. He was in a small rock-bound hole filled with
yellowish-grey water. The water was pushing him up against the roof. The roof
was sharp and pained his back. He pulled himself along with his hands — fast,
fast — and used his legs as levers. His head knocked against something; a
sharp pain dizzied him. Fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two . . . . He was without light, and the
water seemed to press upon him with the weight of rock. Seventy-one, seventy-
two . . .. There was no strain on his lungs. He felt like an inflated balloon, his
lungs were so light and easy, but his head was pulsing.

He was being continually pressed against the sharp roof, which felt slimy as well
as sharp. Again he thought of octopuses, and wondered if the tunnel might be
filled with weed that could tangle him. He gave himself a panicky, convulsive kick




forward, ducked his head, and swam. His feet and hands moved freely, as if in
open water. The hole must have widened out. He thought he must be swimming
fast, and he was frightened of banging his head if the tunnel narrowed.

A hundred, a hundred and one. . . The water paled. Victory filled him. His lungs
were beginning to hurt. A few more strokes and he would be out. He was
counting wildly; he said a hundred and fifteen, and then, a long time later, a
hundred and fifteen again. The water was a clear jewel-green all around him.
Then he saw, above his head, a crack running up through the rock. Sunlight was
falling through it, showing the clean dark rock of the tunnel, a single mussel shell,
and darkness ahead.

He was at the end of what he could do. He looked up at the crack as if it were
filled with air and not water, as if he could put his mouth to it to draw in air. A
hundred and fifteen, he heard himself say inside his head — but he had said that
long ago. He must go on into the blackness ahead, or he would drown. His head
was swelling, his lungs cracking. A hundred and fifteen, a hundred and fifteen
pounded through his head, and he feebly clutched at rocks in the dark, pulling
himself forward, leaving the brief space of sunlit water behind. He felt he was
dying. He was no longer quite conscious. He struggled on in the darkness
between lapses into unconsciousness. An immense, swelling pain filled his head,
and then the darkness cracked with an explosion of green light. His hands,
groping forward, met nothing, and his feet, kicking back, propelled him out into

the open sea.

He drifted to the surface, his face turned up to the air. He was gasping like a fish.
He felt he would sink now and drown; he could not swim the few feet back to the
rock. Then he was clutching it and pulling himself up on it. He lay face down,
gasping. He could see nothing but a red-veined, clotted dark. His eyes must have
burst, he thought; they were full of blood. He tore off his goggles and a gout of
blood went into the sea. His nose was bleeding, and the blood had filled the

goggles.

He scooped up handfuls of water from the cool, salty sea, to splash on his face,
and did not know whether it was blood or salt water he tasted. After a time, his
heart quieted, his eyes cleared, and he sat up. He could see the local boys diving
and playing half a mile away. He did not want them. He wanted nothing but to get
back home and lie down.

In a short while, Jerry swam to shore and climbed slowly up the path to the villa.
He flung himself on his bed and slept, waking at the sound of feet on the path
outside. His mother was coming back. He rushed to the bathroom, thinking she
must not see his face with bloodstains, or tearstains, on it. He carne out of the
bathroom and met her as she walked into the villa, smiling, her eyes lighting up.
"Have a nice morning?" she asked, laying her head on his warm brown shoulder
a moment.




"Oh, yes, thank you," he said.

"You look a bit pale." And then, sharp and anxious. "How did you bang your
head?"

"Oh, just banged it," he told her.

She looked at him closely. He was strained. His eyes were glazed-looking. She
was worried. And then she said to herself, "Oh, don't fuss! Nothing can happen.
He can swim like a fish."

They sat down to lunch together.

"Mummy," he said, "I can stay under water for two minutes — three minutes, at
least.”

It came bursting out of him.

"Can you, darling?" she said. "Well, | shouldn't overdo it. | don't think you ought
to swim any more today."

She was ready for a battle of wills, but he gave in at once. It was no longer of the

least importance to go to the bay.




The Most Dangerous Game- By Richard Connell

"OFF THERE to the right--somewhere--is a large island,” said Whitney." It's
rather a mystery--"

"What island is it?" Rainsford asked.
"The old charts call it “Ship-Trap Island,™ Whitney replied." A suggestive name,
isn't it? Sailors have a curious dread of the place. | don't know why. Some

superstition--"

"Can't see it," remarked Rainsford, trying to peer through the dank tropical night
that was palpable as it pressed its thick warm blackness in upon the yacht.

"You've good eyes," said Whitney, with a laugh,” and I've seen you pick off a
moose moving in the brown fall bush at four hundred yards, but even you can't
see four miles or so through a moonless Caribbean night."

"Nor four yards," admitted Rainsford. "Ugh! It's like moist black velvet."

"It will be light enough in Rio," promised Whitney. "We should make it in a few
days. | hope the jaguar guns have come from Purdey's. We should have some
good hunting up the Amazon. Great sport, hunting.”

"The best sport in the world," agreed Rainsford.

"For the hunter,” amended Whitney. "Not for the jaguar."

"Don't talk rot, Whitney," said Rainsford. "You're a big-game hunter, not a
philosopher. Who cares how a jaguar feels?"

"Perhaps the jaguar does," observed Whitney.
"Bah! They've no understanding.”

"Even so, | rather think they understand one thing--fear. The fear of pain and the
fear of death.”

"Nonsense," laughed Rainsford. "This hot weather is making you soft, Whitney.
Be a realist. The world is made up of two classes--the hunters and the huntees.
Luckily, you and I are hunters. Do you think we've passed that island yet?"

"l can't tell in the dark. | hope so."

"Why? " asked Rainsford.




"The place has a reputation--a bad one."
"Cannibals?" suggested Rainsford.

"Hardly. Even cannibals wouldn't live in such a God-forsaken place. But it's
gotten into sailor lore, somehow. Didn't you notice that the crew's nerves seemed
a bit jumpy today?"

"They were a bit strange, now you mention it. Even Captain Nielsen--"

"Yes, even that tough-minded old Swede, who'd go up to the devil himself and
ask him for a light. Those fishy blue eyes held a look | never saw there before. All
| could get out of him was "This place has an evil name among seafaring men,
sir.' Then he said to me, very gravely, ‘Don't you feel anything?'--as if the air
about us was actually poisonous. Now, you mustn't laugh when | tell you this--I
did feel something like a sudden chill.

"There was no breeze. The sea was as flat as a plate-glass window. We were
drawing near the island then. What I felt was a--a mental chill; a sort of sudden
dread.”

"Pure imagination," said Rainsford.

"One superstitious sailor can taint the whole ship's company with his fear."
"Maybe. But sometimes | think sailors have an extra sense that tells them when
they are in danger. Sometimes | think evil is a tangible thing--with wave lengths,
just as sound and light have. An evil place can, so to speak, broadcast vibrations
of evil. Anyhow, I'm glad we're getting out of this zone. Well, | think I'll turn in
now, Rainsford."

“I'm not sleepy," said Rainsford. "I'm going to smoke another pipe up on the
afterdeck."

"Good night, then, Rainsford. See you at breakfast.”

"Right. Good night, Whitney."

There was no sound in the night as Rainsford sat there but the muffled throb of
the engine that drove the yacht swiftly through the darkness, and the swish and
ripple of the wash of the propeller.

Rainsford, reclining in a steamer chair, indolently puffed on his favorite brier. The
sensuous drowsiness of the night was on him." It's so dark,” he thought, "that |
could sleep without closing my eyes; the night would be my eyelids--"




An abrupt sound startled him. Off to the right he heard it, and his ears, expert in
such matters, could not be mistaken. Again he heard the sound, and again.
Somewhere, off in the blackness, someone had fired a gun three times.

Rainsford sprang up and moved quickly to the rail, mystified. He strained his
eyes in the direction from which the reports had come, but it was like trying to
see through a blanket. He leaped upon the rail and balanced himself there, to get
greater elevation; his pipe, striking a rope, was knocked from his mouth. He
lunged for it; a short, hoarse cry came from his lips as he realized he had
reached too far and had lost his balance. The cry was pinched off short as the
blood-warm waters of the Caribbean Sea dosed over his head.

He struggled up to the surface and tried to cry out, but the wash from the
speeding yacht slapped him in the face and the salt water in his open mouth
made him gag and strangle. Desperately he struck out with strong strokes after
the receding lights of the yacht, but he stopped before he had swum fifty feet. A
certain coolheadedness had come to him; it was not the first time he had been in
a tight place. There was a chance that his cries could be heard by someone
aboard the yacht, but that chance was slender and grew more slender as the
yacht raced on. He wrestled himself out of his clothes and shouted with all his
power. The lights of the yacht became faint and ever-vanishing fireflies; then they
were blotted out entirely by the night.

Rainsford remembered the shots. They had come from the right, and doggedly
he swam in that direction, swimming with slow, deliberate strokes, conserving his
strength. For a seemingly endless time he fought the sea. He began to count his
strokes; he could do possibly a hundred more and then--

Rainsford heard a sound. It came out of the darkness, a high screaming sound,
the sound of an animal in an extremity of anguish and terror.

He did not recognize the animal that made the sound; he did not try to; with fresh
vitality he swam toward the sound. He heard it again; then it was cut short by
another noise, crisp, staccato.

"Pistol shot," muttered Rainsford, swimming on.

Ten minutes of determined effort brought another sound to his ears--the most
welcome he had ever heard--the muttering and growling of the sea breaking on a
rocky shore. He was almost on the rocks before he saw them; on a night less
calm he would have been shattered against them. With his remaining strength he
dragged himself from the swirling waters. Jagged crags appeared to jut up into
the opaqueness; he forced himself upward, hand over hand. Gasping, his hands
raw, he reached a flat place at the top. Dense jungle came down to the very edge
of the cliffs. What perils that tangle of trees and underbrush might hold for him
did not concern Rainsford just then. All he knew was that he was safe from his




enemy, the sea, and that utter weariness was on him. He flung himself down at
the jungle edge and tumbled headlong into the deepest sleep of his life.

When he opened his eyes he knew from the position of the sun that it was late in
the afternoon. Sleep had given him new vigor; a sharp hunger was picking at
him. He looked about him, almost cheerfully.

"Where there are pistol shots, there are men. Where there are men, there is
food," he thought. But what kind of men, he wondered, in so forbidding a place?
An unbroken front of snarled and ragged jungle fringed the shore.

He saw no sign of a trail through the closely knit web of weeds and trees; it was
easier to go along the shore, and Rainsford floundered along by the water. Not
far from where he landed, he stopped.

Some wounded thing--by the evidence, a large animal--had thrashed about in the
underbrush; the jungle weeds were crushed down and the moss was lacerated,;
one patch of weeds was stained crimson. A small, glittering object not far away
caught Rainsford's eye and he picked it up. It was an empty cartridge.

"A twenty-two," he remarked. "That's odd. It must have been a fairly large animal
too. The hunter had his nerve with him to tackle it with a light gun. It's clear that
the brute put up a fight. | suppose the first three shots | heard was when the
hunter flushed his quarry and wounded it. The last shot was when he trailed it
here and finished it."

He examined the ground closely and found what he had hoped to find--the print
of hunting boots. They pointed along the cliff in the direction he had been going.
Eagerly he hurried along, now slipping on a rotten log or a loose stone, but
making headway; night was beginning to settle down on the island.

Bleak darkness was blacking out the sea and jungle when Rainsford sighted the
lights. He came upon them as he turned a crook in the coast line; and his first
thought was that be had come upon a village, for there were many lights. But as
he forged along he saw to his great astonishment that all the lights were in one
enormous building--a lofty structure with pointed towers plunging upward into the
gloom. His eyes made out the shadowy outlines of a palatial chateau; it was set
on a high bluff, and on three sides of it cliffs dived down to where the sea licked
greedy lips in the shadows.

"Mirage," thought Rainsford. But it was no mirage, he found, when he opened the
tall spiked iron gate. The stone steps were real enough; the massive door with a
leering gargoyle for a knocker was real enough; yet above it all hung an air of
unreality.




He lifted the knocker, and it creaked up stiffly, as if it had never before been
used. He let it fall, and it startled him with its booming loudness. He thought he
heard steps within; the door remained closed. Again Rainsford lifted the heavy
knocker, and let it fall. The door opened then--opened as suddenly as if it were
on a spring--and Rainsford stood blinking in the river of glaring gold light that
poured out. The first thing Rainsford's eyes discerned was the largest man
Rainsford had ever seen--a gigantic creature, solidly made and black bearded to
the waist. In his hand the man held a long-barreled revolver, and he was pointing
it straight at Rainsford's heart.

Out of the snarl of beard two small eyes regarded Rainsford.

"Don't be alarmed," said Rainsford, with a smile which he hoped was disarming.
“I'm no robber. | fell off a yacht. My name is Sanger Rainsford of New York City."

The menacing look in the eyes did not change. The revolver pointing as rigidly as
if the giant were a statue. He gave no sign that he understood Rainsford's words,
or that he had even heard them. He was dressed in uniform--a black uniform
trimmed with gray astrakhan.

"I'm Sanger Rainsford of New York," Rainsford began again. "I fell off a yacht. |
am hungry."

The man's only answer was to raise with his thumb the hammer of his revolver.
Then Rainsford saw the man's free hand go to his forehead in a military salute,
and he saw him click his heels together and stand at attention. Another man was
coming down the broad marble steps, an erect, slender man in evening clothes.
He advanced to Rainsford and held out his hand.

In a cultivated voice marked by a slight accent that gave it added precision and
deliberateness, he said, "It is a very great pleasure and honor to welcome Mr.
Sanger Rainsford, the celebrated hunter, to my home."

Automatically Rainsford shook the man's hand.

"I've read your book about hunting snow leopards in Tibet, you see," explained
the man. "I am General Zaroff."

Rainsford's first impression was that the man was singularly handsome; his
second was that there was an original, almost bizarre quality about the general's
face. He was a tall man past middle age, for his hair was a vivid white; but his
thick eyebrows and pointed military mustache were as black as the night from
which Rainsford had come. His eyes, too, were black and very bright. He had
high cheekbones, a sharpcut nose, a spare, dark face--the face of a man used to
giving orders, the face of an aristocrat. Turning to the giant in uniform, the
general made a sign. The giant put away his pistol, saluted, withdrew.




"lvan is an incredibly strong fellow,” remarked the general, "but he has the
misfortune to be deaf and dumb. A simple fellow, but, I'm afraid, like all his race,
a bit of a savage.”

"Is he Russian?"

"He is a Cossack," said the general, and his smile showed red lips and pointed
teeth. "So am I."

"Come," he said, "we shouldn't be chatting here. We can talk later. Now you want
clothes, food, rest. You shall have them. This is a most-restful spot.”

Ilvan had reappeared, and the general spoke to him with lips that moved but gave
forth no sound.

"Follow Ivan, if you please, Mr. Rainsford," said the general. "I was about to have
my dinner when you came. I'll wait for you. You'll find that my clothes will fit you, |
think."

It was to a huge, beam-ceilinged bedroom with a canopied bed big enough for six
men that Rainsford followed the silent giant. Ivan laid out an evening suit, and
Rainsford, as he put it on, noticed that it came from a London tailor who ordinarily
cut and sewed for none below the rank of duke.

The dining room to which Ivan conducted him was in many ways remarkable.
There was a medieval magnificence about it; it suggested a baronial hall of
feudal times with its oaken panels, its high ceiling, its vast refectory tables where
twoscore men could sit down to eat. About the hall were mounted heads of many
animals--lions, tigers, elephants, moose, bears; larger or more perfect specimens
Rainsford had never seen. At the great table the general was sitting, alone.

"You'll have a cocktail, Mr. Rainsford,” he suggested. The cocktail was
surpassingly good; and, Rainsford noted, the table apointments were of the
finest--the linen, the crystal, the silver, the china.

They were eating borsch, the rich, red soup with whipped cream so dear to
Russian palates. Half apologetically General Zaroff said, "We do our best to
preserve the amenities of civilization here. Please forgive any lapses. We are
well off the beaten track, you know. Do you think the champagne has suffered
from its long ocean trip?"

"Not in the least," declared Rainsford. He was finding the general a most
thoughtful and affable host, a true cosmopolite. But there was one small trait of
.the general's that made Rainsford uncomfortable. Whenever he looked up from
his plate he found the general studying him, appraising him narrowly.




"Perhaps," said General Zaroff, "you were surprised that | recognized your name.
You see, | read all books on hunting published in English, French, and Russian. |
have but one passion in my life, Mr. Rainsford, and it is the hunt.”

"You have some wonderful heads here," said Rainsford as he ate a particularly
well-cooked filet mignon. " That Cape buffalo is the largest | ever saw."

"Oh, that fellow. Yes, he was a monster."
"Did he charge you?"

"Hurled me against a tree," said the general. "Fractured my skull. But | got the
brute."

"I've always thought," said Rainsford, "that the Cape buffalo is the most
dangerous of all big game."

For a moment the general did not reply; he was smiling his curious red-lipped
smile. Then he said slowly, "No. You are wrong, sir. The Cape buffalo is not the
most dangerous big game." He sipped his wine. "Here in my preserve on this
island," he said in the same slow tone, "I hunt more dangerous game."
Rainsford expressed his surprise. "Is there big game on this island?"

The general nodded. "The biggest.”

"Really?"

"Oh, it isn't here naturally, of course. | have to stock the island.”

"What have you imported, general?" Rainsford asked. "Tigers?"

The general smiled. "No," he said. "Hunting tigers ceased to interest me some
years ago. | exhausted their possibilities, you see. No thrill left in tigers, no real
danger. | live for danger, Mr. Rainsford."

The general took from his pocket a gold cigarette case and offered his guest a
long black cigarette with a silver tip; it was perfumed and gave off a smell like
incense.

"We will have some capital hunting, you and |," said the general. "I shall be most
glad to have your society."

"But what game--" began Rainsford.




"I'll tell you," said the general. "You will be amused, | know. | think | may say, in
all modesty, that | have done a rare thing. | have invented a new sensation. May |
pour you another glass of port?"

"Thank you, general.”

The general filled both glasses, and said, "God makes some men poets. Some
He makes kings, some beggars. Me He made a hunter. My hand was made for
the trigger, my father said. He was a very rich man with a quarter of a million
acres in the Crimea, and he was an ardent sportsman. When | was only five
years old he gave me a little gun, specially made in Moscow for me, to shoot
sparrows with. When | shot some of his prize turkeys with it, he did not punish
me; he complimented me on my marksmanship. | killed my first bear in the
Caucasus when | was ten. My whole life has been one prolonged hunt. | went
into the army--it was expected of noblemen's sons--and for a time commanded a
division of Cossack cavalry, but my real interest was always the hunt. | have
hunted every kind of game in every land. It would be impossible for me to tell you
how many animals | have killed."

The general puffed at his cigarette.

"After the debacle in Russia | left the country, for it was imprudent for an officer of
the Czar to stay there. Many noble Russians lost everything. I, luckily, had
invested heavily in American securities, so | shall never have to open a tearoom
in Monte Carlo or drive a taxi in Paris. Naturally, | continued to hunt--grizzliest in
your Rockies, crocodiles in the Ganges, rhinoceroses in East Africa. It was in
Africa that the Cape buffalo hit me and laid me up for six months. As soon as |
recovered | started for the Amazon to hunt jaguars, for | had heard they were
unusually cunning. They weren't." The Cossack sighed. "They were no match at
all for a hunter with his wits about him, and a high-powered rifle. | was bitterly
disappointed. | was lying in my tent with a splitting headache one night when a
terrible thought pushed its way into my mind. Hunting was beginning to bore me!
And hunting, remember, had been my life. | have heard that in America
businessmen often go to pieces when they give up the business that has been
their life."

"Yes, that's so," said Rainsford.
The general smiled. "I had no wish to go to pieces," he said. "l must do
something. Now, mine is an analytical mind, Mr. Rainsford. Doubtless that is why

| enjoy the problems of the chase.”

"No doubt, General Zaroff."




"So," continued the general, "l asked myself why the hunt no longer fascinated
me. You are much younger than | am, Mr. Rainsford, and have not hunted as
much, but you perhaps can guess the answer."

"What was it?"

"Simply this: hunting had ceased to be what you call "a sporting proposition.' It
had become too easy. | always got my quarry. Always. There is no greater bore
than perfection.”

The general lit a fresh cigarette.

"No animal had a chance with me any more. That is no boast; it is a
mathematical certainty. The animal had nothing but his legs and his instinct.
Instinct is no match for reason. When | thought of this it was a tragic moment for
me, | can tell you."

Rainsford leaned across the table, absorbed in what his host was saying.

"It came to me as an inspiration what | must do," the general went on.

"And that was?"

The general smiled the quiet smile of one who has faced an obstacle and
surmounted it with success. "I had to invent a new animal to hunt," he said.

"A new animal? You're joking." "Not at all," said the general. "I never joke about
hunting. | needed a new animal. | found one. So | bought this island built this
house, and here | do my hunting. The island is perfect for my purposes--there are
jungles with a maze of traits in them, hills, swamps--"

"But the animal, General Zaroff?"

"Oh," said the general, "it supplies me with the most exciting hunting in the world.
No other hunting compares with it for an instant. Every day | hunt, and | never
grow bored now, for | have a quarry with which | can match my wits."

Rainsford's bewilderment showed in his face.

"l wanted the ideal animal to hunt," explained the general. "So | said, "What are
the attributes of an ideal quarry?' And the answer was, of course, "It must have
courage, cunning, and, above all, it must be able to reason.™

"But no animal can reason," objected Rainsford.

"My dear fellow," said the general, "there is one that can.”




"But you can't mean--" gasped Rainsford.

"And why not?"

"l can't believe you are serious, General Zaroff. This is a grisly joke."
"Why should | not be serious? | am speaking of hunting."

"Hunting? Great Guns, General Zaroff, what you speak of is murder."

The general laughed with entire good nature. He regarded Rainsford quizzically.
"l refuse to believe that so modern and civilized a young man as you seem to be
harbors romantic ideas about the value of human life. Surely your experiences in
the war--"

"Did not make me condone cold-blooded murder," finished Rainsford stiffly.

Laughter shook the general. "How extraordinarily droll you are!" he said. "One
does not expect nowadays to find a young man of the educated class, even in
America, with such a naive, and, if | may say so, mid-Victorian point of view. It's
like finding a snuffbox in a limousine. Ah, well, doubtless you had Puritan
ancestors. So many Americans appear to have had. I'll wager you'll forget your
notions when you go hunting with me. You've a genuine new thrill in store for

you, Mr. Rainsford."”

"Thank you, I'm a hunter, not a murderer.”

"Dear me," said the general, quite unruffled, "again that unpleasant word. But |
think | can show you that your scruples are quite ill founded.”

"Yes?"

"Life is for the strong, to be lived by the strong, and, if needs be, taken by the
strong. The weak of the world were put here to give the strong pleasure. | am
strong. Why should | not use my gift? If | wish to hunt, why should | not? I hunt
the scum of the earth: sailors from tramp ships--lassars, blacks, Chinese, whites,
mongrels--a thoroughbred horse or hound is worth more than a score of them."
"But they are men," said Rainsford hotly.

"Precisely," said the general. "That is why | use them. It gives me pleasure. They
can reason, after a fashion. So they are dangerous."

"But where do you get them?"




The general's left eyelid fluttered down in a wink. "This island is called Ship
Trap," he answered. "Sometimes an angry god of the high seas sends them to
me. Sometimes, when Providence is not so kind, | help Providence a bit. Come
to the window with me."

Rainsford went to the window and looked out toward the sea.

"Watch! Out there!" exclaimed the general, pointing into the night. Rainsford's
eyes saw only blackness, and then, as the general pressed a button, far out to
sea Rainsford saw the flash of lights.

The general chuckled. "They indicate a channel,” he said, "where there's none;
giant rocks with razor edges crouch like a sea monster with wide-open jaws.
They can crush a ship as easily as | crush this nut." He dropped a walnut on the
hardwood floor and brought his heel grinding down on it. "Oh, yes," he said,
casually, as if in answer to a question, "l have electricity. We try to be civilized
here."

"Civilized? And you shoot down men?"

A trace of anger was in the general's black eyes, but it was there for but a
second; and he said, in his most pleasant manner, "Dear me, what a righteous
young man you are! | assure you | do not do the thing you suggest. That would
be barbarous. | treat these visitors with every consideration. They get plenty of
good food and exercise. They get into splendid physical condition. You shall see
for yourself tomorrow."

"What do you mean?"

"We'll visit my training school,” smiled the general. "It's in the cellar. | have about
a dozen pupils down there now. They're from the Spanish bark San Lucar that
had the bad luck to go on the rocks out there. A very inferior lot, | regret to say.
Poor specimens and more accustomed to the deck than to the jungle." He raised
his hand, and Ivan, who served as waiter, brought thick Turkish coffee.
Rainsford, with an effort, held his tongue in check.

"It's a game, you see," pursued the general blandly. "I suggest to one of them
that we go hunting. | give him a supply of food and an excellent hunting knife. |
give him three hours' start. | am to follow, armed only with a pistol of the smallest
caliber and range. If my quarry eludes me for three whole days, he wins the
game. If I find him "--the general smiled--" he loses."

"Suppose he refuses to be hunted?"

"Oh," said the general, "I give him his option, of course. He need not play that
game if he doesn't wish to. If he does not wish to hunt, | turn him over to Ivan.




Ivan once had the honor of serving as official knouter to the Great White Czar,
and he has his own ideas of sport. Invariably, Mr. Rainsford, invariably they
choose the hunt.”

"And if they win?"

The smile on the general's face widened. "To date | have not lost,” he said. Then
he added, hastily: "I don't wish you to think me a braggart, Mr. Rainsford. Many
of them afford only the most elementary sort of problem. Occasionally | strike a
tartar. One almost did win. | eventually had to use the dogs."

"The dogs?"
"This way, please. I'll show you."

The general steered Rainsford to a window. The lights from the windows sent a
flickering illumination that made grotesque patterns on the courtyard below, and
Rainsford could see moving about there a dozen or so huge black shapes; as
they turned toward him, their eyes glittered greenly.

"A rather good lot, I think," observed the general. "They are let out at seven every
night. If anyone should try to get into my house--or out of it--something extremely
regrettable would occur to him." He hummed a snatch of song from the Folies
Bergere.

"And now," said the general, "l want to show you my new collection of heads. Will
you come with me to the library?"

"l hope," said Rainsford, "that you will excuse me tonight, General Zaroff. I'm
really not feeling well."

"Ah, indeed?" the general inquired solicitously. "Well, | suppose that's only
natural, after your long swim. You need a good, restful night's sleep. Tomorrow
you'll feel like a new man, I'll wager. Then we'll hunt, eh? I've one rather
promising prospect--" Rainsford was hurrying from the room.

"Sorry you can't go with me tonight,” called the general. "l expect rather fair sport-
-a big, strong, black. He looks resourceful--Well, good night, Mr. Rainsford; |
hope you have a good night's rest."”

The bed was good, and the pajamas of the softest silk, and he was tired in every
fiber of his being, but nevertheless Rainsford could not quiet his brain with the
opiate of sleep. He lay, eyes wide open. Once he thought he heard stealthy steps
in the corridor outside his room. He sought to throw open the door; it would not
open. He went to the window and looked out. His room was high up in one of the
towers. The lights of the chateau were out now, and it was dark and silent; but




there was a fragment of sallow moon, and by its wan light he could see, dimly,
the courtyard. There, weaving in and out in the pattern of shadow, were black,
noiseless forms; the hounds heard him at the window and looked up,
expectantly, with their green eyes. Rainsford went back to the bed and lay down.
By many methods he tried to put himself to sleep. He had achieved a doze when,
just as morning began to come, he heard, far off in the jungle, the faint report of a
pistol.

General Zaroff did not appear until luncheon. He was dressed faultlessly in the
tweeds of a country squire. He was solicitous about the state of Rainsford's
health.

"As for me," sighed the general, "I do not feel so well. | am worried, Mr.
Rainsford. Last night | detected traces of my old complaint.”

To Rainsford's questioning glance the general said, "Ennui. Boredom."

Then, taking a second helping of crépes Suzette, the general explained: "The
hunting was not good last night. The fellow lost his head. He made a straight trail
that offered no problems at all. That's the trouble with these sailors; they have
dull brains to begin with, and they do not know how to get about in the woods.
They do excessively stupid and obvious things. It's most annoying. Will you have
another glass of Chablis, Mr. Rainsford?"

"General," said Rainsford firmly, "I wish to leave this island at once."

The general raised his thickets of eyebrows; he seemed hurt. "But, my dear
fellow," the general protested, "you've only just come. You've had no hunting--"

"l wish to go today," said Rainsford. He saw the dead black eyes of the general
on him, studying him. General Zaroff's face suddenly brightened.

He filled Rainsford's glass with venerable Chablis from a dusty bottle.
"Tonight," said the general, "we will hunt--you and I."

Rainsford shook his head. "No, general," he said. "I will not hunt."

The general shrugged his shoulders and delicately ate a hothouse grape. "As
you wish, my friend," he said. "The choice rests entirely with you. But may | not

venture to suggest that you will find my idea of sport more diverting than lvan's?"

He nodded toward the corner to where the giant stood, scowling, his thick arms
crossed on his hogshead of chest.

"You don't mean--" cried Rainsford.




"My dear fellow," said the general, "have | not told you | always mean what | say
about hunting? This is really an inspiration. | drink to a foeman worthy of my
steel--at last.” The general raised his glass, but Rainsford sat staring at him.

"You'll find this game worth playing," the general said enthusiastically."” Your
brain against mine. Your woodcraft against mine. Your strength and stamina
against mine. Outdoor chess! And the stake is not without value, eh?"

"And if | win--" began Rainsford huskily.

"I'll cheerfully acknowledge myself defeat if | do not find you by midnight of the
third day,"” said General Zaroff. "My sloop will place you on the mainland near a
town." The general read what Rainsford was thinking.

"Oh, you can trust me," said the Cossack. "I will give you my word as a
gentleman and a sportsman. Of course you, in turn, must agree to say nothing of
your visit here."

"I'll agree to nothing of the kind," said Rainsford.

"Oh," said the general, "in that case--But why discuss that now? Three days
hence we can discuss it over a bottle of Veuve Cliquot, unless--"

The general sipped his wine.

Then a businesslike air animated him. "lvan,” he said to Rainsford, "will supply
you with hunting clothes, food, a knife. | suggest you wear moccasins; they leave
a poorer trail. | suggest, too, that you avoid the big swamp in the southeast
corner of the island. We call it Death Swamp. There's quicksand there. One
foolish fellow tried it. The deplorable part of it was that Lazarus followed him. You
can imagine my feelings, Mr. Rainsford. | loved Lazarus; he was the finest hound
in my pack. Well, | must beg you to excuse me now. | always' take a siesta after
lunch. You'll hardly have time for a nap, | fear. You'll want to start, no doubt. |
shall not follow till dusk. Hunting at night is so much more exciting than by day,
don't you think? Au revoir, Mr. Rainsford, au revoir." General Zaroff, with a deep,
courtly bow, strolled from the room.

From another door came lvan. Under one arm he carried khaki hunting clothes, a
haversack of food, a leather sheath containing a long-bladed hunting knife; his
right hand rested on a cocked revolver thrust in the crimson sash about his waist.

Rainsford had fought his way through the bush for two hours. "I must keep my
nerve. | must keep my nerve," he said through tight teeth.

He had not been entirely clearheaded when the chateau gates snapped shut
behind him. His whole idea at first was to put distance between himself and




General Zaroff; and, to this end, he had plunged along, spurred on by the sharp
rowers of something very like panic. Now he had got a grip on himself, had
stopped, and was taking stock of himself and the situation. He saw that straight
flight was futile; inevitably it would bring him face to face with the sea. He was in
a picture with a frame of water, and his operations, clearly, must take place within
that frame.

"I'll give him a trail to follow," muttered Rainsford, and he struck off from the rude
path he had been following into the trackless wilderness. He executed a series of
intricate loops; he doubled on his trail again and again, recalling all the lore of the
fox hunt, and all the dodges of the fox. Night found him leg-weary, with hands
and face lashed by the branches, on a thickly wooded ridge. He knew it would be
insane to blunder on through the dark, even if he had the strength. His need for
rest was imperative and he thought, "I have played the fox, now | must play the
cat of the fable." A big tree with a thick trunk and outspread branches was near
by, and, taking care to leave not the slightest mark, he climbed up into the crotch,
and, stretching out on one of the broad limbs, after a fashion, rested. Rest
brought him new confidence and almost a feeling of security. Even so zealous a
hunter as General Zaroff could not trace him there, he told himself; only the devil
himself could follow that complicated trail through the jungle after dark. But
perhaps the general was a devil--

An apprehensive night crawled slowly by like a wounded snake and sleep did not

visit Rainsford, although the silence of a dead world was on the jungle. Toward
morning when a dingy gray was varnishing the sky, the cry of some startled bird
focused Rainsford's attention in that direction. Something was coming through
the bush, coming slowly, carefully, coming by the same winding way Rainsford
had come. He flattened himself down on the limb and, through a screen of leaves
almost as thick as tapestry, he watched. . . . That which was approaching was a
man.

It was General Zaroff. He made his way along with his eyes fixed in utmost
concentration on the ground before him. He paused, almost beneath the tree,
dropped to his knees and studied the ground. Rainsford's impulse was to hurl
himself down like a panther, but he saw that the general's right hand held
something metallic--a small automatic pistol.

The hunter shook his head several times, as if he were puzzled. Then he
straightened up and took from his case one of his black cigarettes; its pungent
incenselike smoke floated up to Rainsford's nostrils.

Rainsford held his breath. The general's eyes had left the ground and were
traveling inch by inch up the tree. Rainsford froze there, every muscle tensed for
a spring. But the sharp eyes of the hunter stopped before they reached the limb
where Rainsford lay; a smile spread over his brown face. Very deliberately he
blew a smoke ring into the air; then he turned his back on the tree and walked




carelessly away, back along the trail he had come. The swish of the underbrush
against his hunting boots grew fainter and fainter.

The pent-up air burst hotly from Rainsford's lungs. His first thought made him feel
sick and numb. The general could follow a trail through the woods at night; he
could follow an extremely difficult trail; he must have uncanny powers; only by
the merest chance had the Cossack failed to see his quarry.

Rainsford's second thought was even more terrible. It sent a shudder of cold
horror through his whole being. Why had the general smiled? Why had he turned
back?

Rainsford did not want to believe what his reason told him was true, but the truth
was as evident as the sun that had by now pushed through the morning mists.
The general was playing with him! The general was saving him for another day's
sport! The Cossack was the cat; he was the mouse. Then it was that Rainsford
knew the full meaning of terror.

"l will not lose my nerve. | will not."

He slid down from the tree, and struck off again into the woods. His face was set
and he forced the machinery of his mind to function. Three hundred yards from
his hiding place he stopped where a huge dead tree leaned precariously on a
smaller, living one. Throwing off his sack of food, Rainsford took his knife from its
sheath and began to work with all his energy.

The job was finished at last, and he threw himself down behind a fallen log a
hundred feet away. He did not have to wait long. The cat was coming again to
play with the mouse.

Following the trail with the sureness of a bloodhound came General Zaroff.
Nothing escaped those searching black eyes, no crushed blade of grass, no bent
twig, no mark, no matter how faint, in the moss. So intent was the Cossack on his
stalking that he was upon the thing Rainsford had made before he saw it. His foot
touched the protruding bough that was the trigger. Even as he touched it, the
general sensed his danger and leaped back with the agility of an ape. But he was
not quite quick enough; the dead tree, delicately adjusted to rest on the cut living
one, crashed down and struck the general a glancing blow on the shoulder as it
fell; but for his alertness, he must have been smashed beneath it. He staggered,
but he did not fall; nor did he drop his revolver. He stood there, rubbing his
injured shoulder, and Rainsford, with fear again gripping his heart, heard the
general's mocking laugh ring through the jungle.

"Rainsford,” called the general, "if you are within sound of my voice, as | suppose
you are, let me congratulate you. Not many men know how to make a Malay
mancatcher. Luckily for me |, too, have hunted in Malacca. You are proving




interesting, Mr. Rainsford. | am going now to have my wound dressed; it's only a
slight one. But | shall be back. | shall be back."

When the general, nursing his bruised shoulder, had gone, Rainsford took up his
flight again. It was flight now, a desperate, hopeless flight, that carried him on for
some hours. Dusk came, then darkness, and still he pressed on. The ground
grew softer under his moccasins; the vegetation grew ranker, denser; insects bit
him savagely.

Then, as he stepped forward, his foot sank into the ooze. He tried to wrench it
back, but the muck sucked viciously at his foot as if it were a giant leech. With a
violent effort, he tore his feet loose. He knew where he was now. Death Swamp
and its quicksand.

His hands were tight closed as if his nerve were something tangible that
someone in the darkness was trying to tear from his grip. The softness of the
earth had given him an idea. He stepped back from the quicksand a dozen feet
or so and, like some huge prehistoric beaver, he began to dig.

Rainsford had dug himself in in France when a second's delay meant death. That
had been a placid pastime compared to his digging now. The pit grew deeper;
when it was above his shoulders, he climbed out and from some hard saplings
cut stakes and sharpened them to a fine point. These stakes he planted in the
bottom of the pit with the points sticking up. With flying fingers he wove a rough
carpet of weeds and branches and with it he covered the mouth of the pit. Then,
wet with sweat and aching with tiredness, he crouched behind the stump of a
lightning-charred tree.

He knew his pursuer was coming; he heard the padding sound of feet on the soft
earth, and the night breeze brought him the perfume of the general's cigarette. It
seemed to Rainsford that the general was coming with unusual swiftness; he was
not feeling his way along, foot by foot. Rainsford, crouching there, could not see
the general, nor could he see the pit. He lived a year in a minute. Then he felt an
impulse to cry aloud with joy, for he heard the sharp crackle of the breaking
branches as the cover of the pit gave way; he heard the sharp scream of pain as
the pointed stakes found their mark. He leaped up from his place of concealment.
Then he cowered back. Three feet from the pit a man was standing, with an
electric torch in his hand.

"You've done well, Rainsford," the voice of the general called. "Your Burmese
tiger pit has claimed one of my best dogs. Again you score. | think, Mr. Rainsford,
Il see what you can do against my whole pack. I'm going home for a rest now.
Thank you for a most amusing evening."




At daybreak Rainsford, lying near the swamp, was awakened by a sound that
made him know that he had new things to learn about fear. It was a distant
sound, faint and wavering, but he knew it. It was the baying of a pack of hounds.

Rainsford knew he could do one of two things. He could stay where he was and
wait. That was suicide. He could flee. That was postponing the inevitable. For a
moment he stood there, thinking. An idea that held a wild chance came to him,
and, tightening his belt, he headed away from the swamp.

The baying of the hounds drew nearer, then still nearer, nearer, ever nearer. On
a ridge Rainsford climbed a tree. Down a watercourse, not a quarter of a mile
away, he could see the bush moving. Straining his eyes, he saw the lean figure
of General Zaroff; just ahead of him Rainsford made out another figure whose
wide shoulders surged through the tall jungle weeds; it was the giant Ivan, and
he seemed pulled forward by some unseen force; Rainsford knew that lvan must
be holding the pack in leash.

They would be on him any minute now. His mind worked frantically. He thought
of a native trick he had learned in Uganda. He slid down the tree. He caught hold
of a springy young sapling and to it he fastened his hunting knife, with the blade
pointing down the trail; with a bit of wild grapevine he tied back the sapling. Then
he ran for his life. The hounds raised their voices as they hit the fresh scent.
Rainsford knew now how an animal at bay feels.

He had to stop to get his breath. The baying of the hounds stopped abruptly, and
Rainsford's heart stopped too. They must have reached the knife.

He shinned excitedly up a tree and looked back. His pursuers had stopped. But
the hope that was in Rainsford's brain when he climbed died, for he saw in the
shallow valley that General Zaroff was still on his feet. But lvan was not. The
knife, driven by the recoil of the springing tree, had not wholly failed.

Rainsford had hardly tumbled to the ground when the pack took up the cry again.

"Nerve, nerve, nerve!" he panted, as he dashed along. A blue gap showed
between the trees dead ahead. Ever nearer drew the hounds. Rainsford forced
himself on toward that gap. He reached it. It was the shore of the sea. Across a
cove he could see the gloomy gray stone of the chateau. Twenty feet below him
the sea rumbled and hissed. Rainsford hesitated. He heard the hounds. Then he
leaped far out into the sea. . . .

When the general and his pack reached the place by the sea, the Cossack
stopped. For some minutes he stood regarding the blue-green expanse of water.
He shrugged his shoulders. Then be sat down, took a drink of brandy from a
silver flask, lit a cigarette, and hummed a bit from Madame Butterfly.




General Zaroff had an exceedingly good dinner in his great paneled dining hall
that evening. With it he had a bottle of Pol Roger and half a bottle of Chambertin.
Two slight annoyances kept him from perfect enjoyment. One was the thought
that it would be difficult to replace Ivan; the other was that his quarry had
escaped him; of course, the American hadn't played the game--so thought the
general as he tasted his after-dinner liqueur. In his library he read, to soothe
himself, from the works of Marcus Aurelius. At ten he went up to his bedroom. He
was deliciously tired, he said to himself, as he locked himself in. There was a
little moonlight, so, before turning on his light, he went to the window and looked
down at the courtyard. He could see the great hounds, and he called, "Better luck
another time,"” to them. Then he switched on the light.

A man, who had been hiding in the curtains of the bed, was standing there.
"Rainsford!" screamed the general. "How in God's name did you get here?"
"Swam," said Rainsford. "I found it quicker than walking through the jungle."

The general sucked in his breath and smiled. "I congratulate you," he said. "You
have won the game."

Rainsford did not smile. "l am still a beast at bay," he said, in a low, hoarse voice.
"Get ready, General Zaroff."

The general made one of his deepest bows. "I see," he said. "Splendid! One of
us is to furnish a repast for the hounds. The other will sleep in this very excellent
bed. On guard, Rainsford.” . . .

He had never slept in a better bed, Rainsford decided.




The Scarlet Ibis
JAMES HURST

It was in the clove of seasons, summer was dead but autumn

had not yet been born, that the ibis lit in the bleeding tree.1 The
flower garden was strained with rotting brown magnolia petals and
ironweeds grew rank amid the purple phlox. The five o'clocks by the
chimney still marked time, but the oriole nest in the elm was
untenanted and rocked back and forth like an empty cradle. The last
graveyard flowers were blooming, and their smell drifted across the
cotton field and through every room of our house, speaking softy the
names of our dead.

It's strange that all this is still so clear to me, now that summer

has long since fled and time has had its way. A grindstone stands
where the bleeding tree stood, just outside the kitchen door, and now
if an oriole sings in the elm, its song seems to die up in the leaves, a
silvery dust. The flower garden is prim, the house a gleaming white,
and the pale fence across the yard stands straight and spruce. But
sometimes (like right now), as | sit in the cool, green-draped parlor,
the grindstone begins to turn, and time with all its changes is ground
away-and | remember Doodle.

Doodle was just about the craziest brother a boy every had. Of
course, he wasn't crazy crazy like old Miss Leedie, who was in love
with President Wilson and wrote him a letter every day, but was a
nice crazy, like someone you meet in your dreams. He was born
when | was six and was, from the outset, a disappointment. He
seemed all head, with a tiny body which was red and shriveled like
an old man's. Everybody thought he was going to die-everybody
except Aunt Nicey, who had delivered him. She said he would live
because he was born in a caul,2 and cauls were made from Jesus'
nightgown. Daddy had Mr. Heath, the carpenter, build a little
mahogany coffin for him. But he didn't die, and when he was three
months old, Mama and Daddy decided they might as well name him.
They named him William Armstrong, which is like tying a big tail on

a small kite. Such a name sounds good only on a tombstone.

| thought myself pretty smart at many things, like holding my

breath, running, jumping, or climbing the vines in Old Woman
Swamp, and | wanted more than anything else someone to race to
Horsehead Landing, someone to box with, and someone to perch
with in the top fork of the great pine behind the barn, where across
the fields and swamps you could see the sea. | wanted a brother. But
Mama, crying, told me that even if William Armstrong lived, he

would never do these things with me. He might not, she sobbed, even
be "all there." He might, as long as he lived, lie on the rubber sheet in
the center of the bed in the front bedroom where the white Marquette
curtains billowed out in the afternoon sea breeze, rustling like
palmetto fronds.

It was bad enough having an invalid3 brother, but having one

who possibly was not all there was unbearable, so | began to make
plans to kill him by smothering him with a pillow. However, one
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afternoon as | watched him, my head poked between the iron posts of
the foot of the bed, he looked straight at me and grinned. | skipped
through the rooms, down the echoing halls, shouting, "Mama, he
smiled. He's all there! He's all there!" and he was.

When he was two, if you laid him on his stomach, he began to

move himself, straining terribly. The doctor said that with his weak
heart this strain would probably kill him, but it didn't. Trembling,

he'd push himself up, turning first red, then a soft purple, and finally
collapse back onto the bed like an old worn-out doll. | can still see
Mama watching him, her hand pressed tight across her mouth, her
eyes wide and unblinking. But he learned to crawl (it was his third
winter), and we brought him out of the front bedroom, putting him on the
rug before the fireplace. For the first time he became one of us.

As long as he lay all the time in bed, we called him William

Armstrong, even though it was formal and sounded as if we were
referring to one of our ancestors, but with his creeping around on the
deerskin rug and beginning to talk, something had to be done about
his name. It was | who renamed him. When he crawled, he crawled
backwards, as if he were in reverse and couldn't change gears. If you
called him, he'd turn around as if he were going in the other

direction, then he'd back right up to you to be picked up. Crawling
backward made him look like a doodlebug, so | began to call him
Doodle, and in time even Mama and Daddy thought it was a better
name than William Armstrong. Only Aunt Nicey disagreed. She said
caul babies should be treated with special respect since they might
turn out to be saints. Renaming my brother was perhaps the kindest
thing | ever did for him, because nobody expects much from

someone called Doodle.

Although Doodle learned to crawl, he showed no signs of walking, but
he wasn't idle. He talked so much that we all quit listening to what he said.
It was about this time that Daddy built him a go-cart and | had to pull him
around. At first | just paraded him up and down the piazza, but then he
started crying to be taken out into the yard, and it ended up by my having to
lug him wherever | went. If | so much as picked up my cap, he'd start crying
to go with me and Mama would call from where she was, "Take Doodle
with you."

He was a burden in many ways. The doctor had said that he mustn't
get too excited, too hot, too cold, or too tired and that he must always
be treated gently. A long list of don'ts went with him, all of which |
ignored once we got out of the house. To discourage his coming with
me, I'd run with him across the ends of the cotton rows and careen

him around corners on two wheels. Sometimes | accidentally turned
him over, but he never told Mama. His skin was very sensitive, and

he had to wear a big straw hat whenever he went out. When the

going got rough and he had to cling to the sides of the go-cart, the hat
slipped all the way down over his ears. He was a sight. Finally, |

could see | was licked. Doodle was my brother and he was going to
cling to me forever, no matter what | did, so | dragged him across tile
burning cotton field to share with him the only beauty | knew, Old
Woman Swamp. | pulled the go-cart through the saw-tooth fern,

down into the green dimness where the palmetto fronds whispered by

34




the stream. | lifted him out and set him down in the soft rubber grass
beside a tall pine. His eyes were round with wonder as he gazed
about him, and his little hands began to stroke the rubber grass. Then
he began to cry my shoulder and carried him down the ladder, and
even when we were outside in the bright sunshine, he clung to me,
crying, "Don't leave me. Don't leave me."

When Doodle was five years old, | was embarrassed at having a
brother of that age who couldn't walk, so | set out to teach him. We
were down in Old Woman Swamp and it was spring and the sicksweet
smell of bay flowers hung everywhere like a mournful song.

"I'm going to teach you to walk, Doodle," | said.

He was sitting comfortably on the soft grass, leaning back

against the pine. "Why?" he asked.

| hadn't expected such an answer. "So | won't have to haul you
around all the time."

"I can't walk, Brother," he said.

"Who says so?" | demanded.

"Mama, the doctor-everybody.

"Oh, you can walk," | said, and | took him by the arms and

stood him up. He collapsed onto the grass like a half-empty flour
sack. It was as if he had no bones in his little legs.

"Don't hurt me, Brother," he warned.

"Shut up. I'm not going to hurt you. I'm going to teach you to

walk." | heaved him up again, and again he collapsed.

This time he did not lift his face up out of the rubber grass. "I

just can't do it. Let's make honeysuckle wreaths."

"Oh yes you can, Doodle," | said. "All you got to do is try. Now
come on," and | hauled him up once more.

It seemed so hopeless from the beginning that it's a miracle |

didn't give up. But all of us must have something or someone to be
proud of, and Doodle had become mine. | did not know then that
pride is a wonderful, terrible thing, a seed that bears two vines, life
and death. Every day that summer we went to the pine beside the
stream of Old Woman Swamp, and | put him on his feet at least a
hundred times each afternoon. Occasionally | too became
discouraged because it didn't seem as if he was trying, and | would
say, "Doodle, don't you want to learn to walk?"

He'd nod his head, and I'd say, "Well, if you don't keep trying,

you'll never learn." Then I'd paint for him a picture of us as old men,
white-haired, him with a long white beard and me still pulling him
around in the go-cart. This never failed to make him try again.
Finally one day, after many weeks of practicing, he stood alone

for a few seconds. When he fell, | grabbed him in my arms and
hugged him, our laughter pealing through the swamp like a ringing
bell. Now we knew it could be done. Hope no longer hid in the dark
palmetto thicket but perched like a cardinal in the lacy toothbrush
tree, brilliantly visible. "Yes, yes," | cried, and he cried it too, and the
grass beneath us was soft and the smell of the swamp was sweet.
With success so imminent,4 we decided not to tell anyone until

he could actually walk. Each day, barring rain, we sneaked into Old
Woman Swamp, and by cotton-picking time Doodle was ready to
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show what he could do. He still wasn't able to walk far, but we could
wait no longer. Keeping a nice secret is very hard to do, like holding
your breath. We chose to reveal all on October eighth, Doodle's sixth
birthday, and for weeks ahead we mooned around the house,
promising everybody a most spectacular surprise. Aunt Nicey said
that, after so much talk, if we produced anything less tremendous
than the Resurrection, she was going to be disappointed.

At breakfast on our chosen day, when Mama, Daddy, and Aunt
Nicey were in the dining room, | brought Doodle to the door in the
gocart just as usual and had them turn their backs, making them cross
their hearts and hope to die if they peeked. | helped Doodle up, and
when he was standing alone | let them look. There wasn't a sound as
Doodle walked slowly across the room and sat down at his place at
the table. Then Mama began to cry and ran over to him, hugging him
and kissing him. Daddy hugged him too, so | went to Aunt Nicey,
who was thanks praying in the doorway, and began to waltz her
around. We danced together quite well until she came down on my
big toe with her brogans, hurting me so badly | thought | was
crippled for life.

Doodle told them it was | who had taught him to walk, so

everyone wanted to hug me, and | began to cry.

"What are you crying for?" asked Daddy, but | couldn't answer.

They did not know that | did it for myself, that pride, whose slave |
was, spoke to me louder than all their voices, and that Doodle walked
only because | was ashamed of having a crippled brother.

Within a few months Doodle had learned to walk well and his

go-cart was put up in the barn loft (it's still there) beside his little
mahogany coffin. Now, when we roamed off together, resting often,
we never turned back until our destination had been reached, and to
help pass the time, we took up lying. From the beginning Doodle was
a terrible liar and he got me in the habit. Had anyone stopped to
listen to us, we would have been sent off to Dix Hill.

My lies were scary, involved, and usually pointless, but

Doodle's were twice as crazy. People in his stories all had wings and
flew wherever they wanted to go. His favorite lie was about a boy
named Peter who had a pet peacock with a ten-foot tail. Peter wore a
golden robe that glittered so brightly that when he walked through
the sunflowers they turned away from the sun to face him. When
Peter was ready to go to sleep, the peacock spread his magnificent
tail, enfolding the boy gently like a closing go-to-sleep flower,

burying him in the glorious iridescent, rustling vortex. Yes, | must
admit it. Doodle could beat me lying.

Doodle and I spent lots of time thinking about our future. We

decided that when we were grown we'd live in Old Woman Swamp
and pick dog-tongue for a living. Beside the stream, he planned, we'd
build us a house of whispering leaves and the swamp birds would be
our chickens. All day long (when we weren't gathering dog-tongue)
we'd swing through the cypresses on the rope vines, and if it rained
we'd huddle beneath an umbrella tree and play stickfrog. Mama and
Daddy could come and live with us if they wanted to. He even came
up with the idea that he could marry Mama and | could marry Daddy.
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Of course, | was old enough to know this wouldn't work out, but the
picture he painted was so beautiful and serene that all | could do was
whisper Yes, yes.

Once | had succeeded in teaching Doodle to walk, | began to

believe in my own infallibility,5 and | prepared a terrific development
program for him, unknown to Mama and Daddy, of course. | would
teach him to run, to swim, to climb trees, and to fight. He, too, now
believed in my infallibility, so we set the deadline for these
accomplishments less that a year away, when, it had been decided,
Doodle could start to school.

That winter we didn't make much progress, for | was in school

and Doodle suffered from one bad cold after another. But when
spring came, rich and warm, we raised our sights again. Success lay
at the end of summer like a pot of gold, and our campaign got off to a
good start. On hot days, Doodle and | went down to Horsehead
Landing, and | gave him swimming lessons or showed him how to
row a boat. Sometimes we descended into the cool greenness of Old
Woman Swamp and climbed the rope vines or boxed scientifically
beneath the pine where he had learned to walk. Promise hung about
us like the leaves, and wherever we looked, ferns unfurled and birds
broke into song.

That summer, the summer of 1918, was blighted. In May and

June there was no rain and the crops withered, curled up, then died
under the thirsty sun. One morning in July a hurricane came out of
the east, tipping over the oaks in the yard and splitting the limbs of
the elm trees. That afternoon it roared back out of the west, blew the
fallen oaks around, snapping their roots and tearing them out of the
earth like a hawk at the entrails of a chicken. Cotton bolls were
wrenched from the stalks and lay like green walnuts in the valleys
between the rows, while the cornfield leaned over uniformly so that
the tassels touched the ground. Doodle and | followed Daddy out into
the cotton field, where he stood, shoulders sagging, surveying the
ruin. When his chin sank down onto his chest, we were frightened,
and Doodle slipped his hand into mine. Suddenly Daddy straightened
his shoulders, raised a giant knuckle fist, and with a voice that
seemed to rumble out of the earth itself began cursing the weather
and the Republican Party. Doodle and | prodding each other and
giggling, went back to the house, knowing that everything would be
all right.

And during that summer, strange names were heard through the
house: Chateau-Thierry, Amiens, Soissons, and in her blessing at the
supper table, Mama once said, "And bless the Pearsons, whose boy
Joe was lost at Belleau Wood."6 So we came to that clove of seasons.
School was only a few weeks away, and Doodle was far behind
schedule. He could barely clear the ground when climbing up the
rope vines, and his swimming was certainly not passable. We
decided to double our efforts, to make that list drive and reach our
pot of gold. | made him swim until he turned blue. and row until he
couldn't lift an oar. Wherever we went, | purposely walked fast, and
although he kept up, his face turned red and his eyes became glazed.
Once, he could go no further, so he collapsed on the ground and
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began to cry.

"Aw, come on, Doodle," | urged. "You can do it. Do you want

to be different from everybody else when you start school?"

"Does it make any difference?"

"It certainly does," | said. "Now, come on," and | helped him

up.

As we slipped through dog days, Doodle began to look feverish,
and Mama felt his forehead, asking him if he felt ill. At night he
didn't sleep well, and sometimes he had nightmares, crying out until |
touched him and said, "Wake up, Doodle. Wake up.

It was Saturday noon, just a few days before school was to start.

| should have already admitted defeat, but my pride wouldn't let me.
The excitement of our program had now been gone for weeks, but
still we kept on with a tired doggedness. It was too late to turn back,
for we had both wandered too far into a net of expectations and left
no crumbs behind.

Daddy, Mama, Doodle, and | were seated at the dining-room

table having lunch. It was a hot day, with all the windows and doors
open in case a breeze should come. In the kitchen Aunt Nicey was
humming softly. After a long silence, Daddy spoke. "It's so calm, |
wouldn't be surprised if we had a storm this afternoon."

"l haven't heard a rain frog," said Mama, who believed in signs,

as she served the bread around the table.

"l did," declared Doodle. "Down in the swamp-"

"He didn't," | said contrarily.

"You did, eh?" said Daddy, ignoring my denial.

"I certainly did," Doodle reiterated, scowling at me over the top

of his iced-tea glass, and we were quiet again.

Suddenly, from out in the yard, came a strange croaking noise.
Doodle stopped eating, with a piece of bread poised ready for his
mouth, his eyes popped round like two blue buttons. "What's that?"
he whispered.

| jumped up, knocking over my chair, and had reached the door
when Mama called, "Pick up the chair, sit down again, and say
excuse me."

By the time | had done this Doodle had excused himself and

had slipped out into the yard. lie was looking up into the bleeding
tree. "It's a great big red bird!" he called.

The bird croaked loudly again, and Mama and Daddy came out
into the yard. We shaded our eyes with our hands against the hazy
glare of the sun and peered up through the still leaves. On the
topmost branch a bird the size of a chicken, with scarlet feathers and
long legs, was perched precariously. Its wings hung down loosely,
and as we watched, a feather dropped away and floated slowly down
through the green leaves.

"It's not even frightened of us," Mama said.

"It looks tired," Daddy added. "Or maybe sick."

Doodle's hands were clasped at his throat, and | had never seen
him stand still so long. "What is it it?" he asked.

Daddy shook his head. "I don't know, maybe it's-

At that moment the bird began to flutter, but the wings were
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uncoordinated, and amid much flapping and a spray of flying
feathers, it tumbled down, bumping through the limbs of the bleeding
tree and landing at our feet with a thud. Its long, graceful neck jerked
twice into an S, then straightened out, and the bird was still. A white
veil came over the eyes and the long white beak unhinged. Its legs
were crossed and its clawlike feet were delicately curved at rest.
Even death did not mar its grace, for it lay on the earth like a broken
vase of red flowers, and we stood around it, awed by its exotic7
beauty.

"It's dead," Mama said.

"What is it?" Doodle repeated.

"Go bring me the bird book," said Daddy.

| ran into the house and brought back the bird book. As we
watched, Daddy thumbed through its pages. "It's a scarlet ibis," he
said, pointing to the picture. "It lives in the tropics-South America to
Florida. A storm must have brought it here."

Sadly, we all looked back at the bird. A scarlet ibis! How many miles
it had traveled to die like this, in our yard, beneath the bleeding tree.
"Let's finish lunch," Mama said, nudging us back toward the

dining room.

“I'm not hungry," said Doodle, and he knelt down beside the ibis.
"We've got peach cobbler for dessert,” Mama tempted from the
doorway.

Doodle remained kneeling. "I'm going to bury him."

"Don't you dare touch him," Mama warned. "There's no telling

what disease he might have had."

"All right," said Doodle. "l won't."

Daddy, Mama, and | went back to the dining-room table, but we
watched Doodle through the open door. fie took out a piece of string
from his pocket and, without touching the ibis, looped one end
around its neck. Slowly, while singing softly "Shall We Gather at the
River," he carried the bird around to the front yard and dug a hole in
the flower garden, next to the petunia bed. Now we were watching
him through the front window, but he didn't know it. His
awkwardness at digging the hole with a shovel whose handle was
twice as long as he was made us laugh, and we covered our mouths
with our hands so he wouldn't hear.

When Doodle came into the dining room, he found us seriously
eating our cobbler. He was pale, and lingered just inside the screen
door. "Did you get the scarlet ibis buried?" asked Daddy.

Doodle didn't speak but nodded his head.

"Go wash your hands, and then you can have some peach
cobbler," said Mama.

"I'm not hungry," he said.

"Dead birds is bad luck," said Aunt Nicey, poking her head

from the kitchen door. "Specialty red dead birds!"

As soon as | had finished eating, Doodle and | hurried off to
Horsehead Landing. Time was short, and Doodle still had a long way
to go if he was going to keep up with the other boys when he started
school. The sun, gilded with the yellow cast of autumn, still burned
fiercely, but the dark green woods through which we passed were
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shady and cool. When we reached the landing, Doodle said lie was
too tired to swim, so we got into a skiff and floated down the creek
with the tide. Far off in the marsh a rail was scolding, and over on the
beach locusts were singing in the myrtle trees. Doodle did not speak
and kept his head turned away, letting one hand trail limply in the
water.

After we had drifted a long way, | put the oars in place and

made Doodle row back against the tide. Black clouds began to gather
in the southwest, and he kept watching them, trying to pull the oars a
little faster. When we reached Horsehead Landing, lightning was
playing across half the sky and thunder roared out, hiding even the
sound of the sea. The sun disappeared and darkness descended,
almost like night. Flocks of marsh crows flew by, heading inland to
their roosting trees; and two egrets, squawking, arose from the
oyster-rock shallows and careened away.

Doodle was both tired and frightened, and when he stepped

from the skiff he collapsed onto the mud, sending an armada of
fiddler crabs rustling off into the marsh grass. | helped him up, and as
he wiped the mud off his trousers, he smiled at me ashamedly. He
had failed and we both knew it, so we started back home, racing the
storm. We never spoke (What are the words that can solder cracked
pride?), but | knew he was watching me, watching for a sign of
mercy. The lightning was near now, and from fear he walked so close
behind me he kept stepping on my heels. The faster | walked, the
faster he walked, so | began to run. The rain was coming, roaring
through the pines, and then, like a bursting Roman candle, a gum tree
ahead of us was shattered by a bold of lightning. When the deafening
peal of thunder had died, and in the moment before the rain arrived, |
heard Doodle, who had fallen behind, cry out, "Brother, Brother,
don't leave me! Don't leave me!"

The knowledge that Doodle's and my plans had come to naught

was bitter, and that streak of cruelty within me awakened. | ran as
fast as | could, leaving him far behind with a wall of rain dividing us.
The drops stung my face like nettles, and the wind flared the wet
glistening leaves of the bordering trees. Soon | could hear his voice
no more.

| hadn’t run too far before | became tired, and the flood of

childish spite evanesced as well. | stopped and waited for Doodle.
The sound of rain was everywhere, but the wind had died and it fell
straight down in parallel paths like ropes hanging from the sky. As |
waited, | peered through the downpour, but no one came. Finally |
went back and found him huddled beneath a red nightshade bush
beside the road. He was sitting on the ground, his face buried in his
arms, which were resting on his drawn-up knees. "Let's go, Doodle,"
| said.

He didn't answer, so | placed my hand on his forehead and lifted

his head. Limply, he fell backwards onto the earth. He had been
bleeding from the mouth, and his neck and the front of his shirt were
stained a brilliant red.

"Doodle! Doodle!" | cried, shaking him, but there was no

answer but the ropy rain. He lay very awkwardly, with his head
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thrown far back, making his vermilion8 neck appear unusually long
and slim. His little legs, bent sharply at the knees, had never before
seemed so fragile, so thin.

| began to weep, and the tear-blurred vision in red before me
looked very familiar. "Doodle!" | screamed above the pounding
storm and threw my body to the earth above his. For a long time, it
seemed forever, | lay there crying, sheltering my fallen scarlet ibis
from the heresy of rain.

Short Story Assignment

After reading the short stories, determine which fwo stories
affected you the most. They may have affected you emotionally
or intellectually. Have they made you angry, sad, hopeful,
scared? Do they make you think more about events in your own
life? Can you relate to them in any way?

Write a paragraph (minimum 12 sentences) for each of your
chosen stories that explains how you have been affected by them.

¢ Be sure to include details about the stories that back up your
opinion about them.

e Be sure that you are using the very best spelling and
grammar possible.




